Inclusive, Student-Centered Online Education as a Force for Strengthening the Social Work Profession -- #NSWM by Marquart, Matthea S.
NSWM Impact Talk:
Inclusive, Student-Centered Online Education 




1 Welcome, agenda, and introduction
2 How does online education reduce barriers and open access to 
social work education?
3 How does online education create a more diverse and 
representative new generation of social workers, and how can 
this transform and strengthen the profession?
4 Why does online social work education need to be inclusive, 
student-centered, and trauma-informed?
5 Wrap up and thank you
● Assistant Dean, Online 
Education, Columbia University 
School of Social Work (CSSW)
● Social worker 
● Working in online education 
since 2008
● Involved with NSWM since 
2017 -- highly recommend it!
Passionate about the power of online social work education
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Barriers to social work education
Social work education is 
intensive:
● Full course load + field work
● Many course requirements 
can mean less flexibility in 
choosing schedule 
day/times, particularly for 
smaller programs
On-campus programs are not 
available everywhere





family, and paid work, 
and with one’s existing 
location/community
More than a 





Online MSW programs have a higher % of part time students




more likely to be 
enrolled in 
online or hybrid 
programs
(George Washington 
University Health Workforce 
Institute, 2019b) 
Online MSW graduates serve more rural clients
(George Washington University Health Workforce Institute, 2019a) 
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American Indian/Alaska Native and African American MSW 
students are more likely to be primarily online students than 
Asian/Pacific Islander and White students
(George Washington University Health Workforce Institute, 2019b) 
Online MSW programs have a higher % of Black/African 
American students than in-person programs
(George Washington University Health Workforce Institute, 2019a) 
Online MSW programs have a higher % of older students
(George Washington University Health Workforce Institute, 2019a) 
Online MSW programs have a higher % of students with more work 
experience
(George Washington University Health Workforce Institute, 2019a) 
Social work education and 
the social work profession 









2060 (Vespa et 
al, 2020) 













Black or African American alone 13.4% 15.0% 20.1% 17.6% 16.9%
American Indian and Alaska 
Native alone
1.3% 1.4% 0.9% 1.0% 0.6%
Asian alone 5.9% 9.1% 3.5% 6.8% 2.4%
Native Hawaiian and Other 
Pacific Islander alone
0.2% 0.3% 0.3% 0.4% 0.4%
Two or More Races 2.8% 6.2% 2.9% 1.7% 1.0%
Hispanic or Latino 18.5% 27.5% 16.3% 6.8% 8.2%
White alone, not Hispanic or 
Latino
60.1% 44.3% 50.2% 61.1% 58.3%
Unknown n/a n/a 5.9% 4.5% 12.2%
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We need inclusive social work 
education
A survey of 909 social work students found that 32% 
had experienced a microaggression from an 
instructor, the majority of which were not addressed 
(Davis & Mirick, 2021)
A survey of 824 LGBTQ+ social work students found 
five key areas that social work educators need to 
address with regard to microaggressions (Byers et al, 
2020)
1. Diversify syllabi -- reflect clients and workers who are not heterosexual
2. Prepare instructors to facilitate discussions and educate students about 
diverse genders and sexualities
3. Avoid overgeneralizing and universalizing -- include more nuance about 
LGBTQ+ identities and experiences
4. Prepare to navigate religious and “freedom of expression” 
rationalizations for homophobic and transphobic microaggressions
5. Avoid tokenizing LGBTQ+ students
Inclusive social work education will 
create a more diverse social work 
profession that better serves our 
clients




American Indian / 
Alaskan Native 
children and Black 
children from their 
families (Minoff, 2018)
While the Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) 
population is growing, foundation funding for AAPI 
communities only accounts for 0.2% of overall U.S. 
grantmaking (AAPIP, 2021)
Part of being inclusive is financial
Black/African 
American students 
and other students 
of color carry higher 
debt than White 
students
(George Washington University 
Health Workforce Institute, 2020) 




insecurity, with racial, 
gender, and LGBTQ 
status disparties  
(The Hope Center, 2021)
A survey of 614 students found that textbook costs 
and other fees impacted students, particularly those 
who did not finish a post secondary degree program 
(Johnson et al, 2011)
A survey of students in Florida found that over half 
of students don’t purchase the required textbook, 
which negatively impacts their grade 
(Donaldson & Shen, 2016 Florida Student Textbook & Course Materials 
Survey, as cited by Wakefield, 2017)
In order to be student-centered, we 
need to be trauma-informed
A survey of 162 MSW students found higher Adverse 
Childhood Experiences (ACE) scores than the general 
population (Gilin & Kauffman, 2015)
A survey of 79 MSW students found higher Adverse 
Childhood Experiences (ACE) scores than the general 
population (Thomas, 2016)
A survey of 195 MSW students found higher Adverse 
Childhood Experiences (ACE) scores than the general 









A survey of 5,540 




scores than the 
general population 
(Steen et al, 2021)
To live up to the promise of online 
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We need social workers with the comfort and skills to 
work with digital technology that will shape our profession 
-- online education can help build these skills
Social work roles are being outsourced to bots, apps, and robots:
● Brown, K. (2021, June 1). Something Bothering You? Tell It to Woebot. The New York Times.
● Fischer, M. (2021, March 29). The Therapy-App Fantasy: An overwhelming demand for 
counseling has spawned slickly marketed companies promising a service they cannot 
possibly provide. New York.
● Hennessy, M. (2021, January 24). Makers of Sophia the robot plan mass rollout amid 
pandemic. Reuters.
● Metz, C. (2020, June 16). Riding Out Quarantine With a Chatbot Friend: ‘I Feel Very 
Connected.’ The New York Times.
● Skibba, R. (2021, June 4). The computer will see you now: is your therapy session about to 
be automated? The Guardian.
Inclusive, Student-Centered Online 
Education as a Force for 
Strengthening the Social Work 
Profession
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